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A T  SOM E T IM E  in the future it will be necessary for a theoretical 
analysis to be m ade round an idea of revolutionary change in 
A ustralia which will take into account not only the m aterial factors 
but also the ideas and attitudes of men and women which are 
among the interchanging forces which determ ine the m aintenance 
o r otherwise of these factors. Specific to  this study would be 
the working out of the sex-roles which men and women play 
within the imposed structure of society and the way both suffer 
from this, yet help to cement or to break up this basic imposition.
T h e  a u th o rs  of th is  a rtic le  a re  b o th  C o m m u n is t P a rty  activ ists in  A delaide.
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The Com m unist Party of A ustralia has not attem pted such an 
analysis, and is primarily held back from even seeing the need 
for this by not only a firm acceptance of those imposed rules, 
but by an even more firmly cem ented encrustation of capitalism
—  that of paternalism.
The indulgent complacency within which a paternalistic society 
traps and chains women’s consciousness is reflected in  the totality  
of the C PA ’s assignment of roles within its ranks —  by the 
methods of work over the years which encompass its attem pt to 
state a revolutionary position regarding women’s place in society —  
and its failure, so far, to  do this. To examine the position of 
men and women in society from a revolutionary point of view 
is it not necessary to  review the means whereby revolutionary 
consciousness is constantly renewed? The answer m ust lie in the 
interpretation of M arxist theory in practical events, the theory 
and  the practice giving rise to  new theories, new practices.
There has been m uch w ritten and printed by the various political 
groupings of the Left, particularly recently, on what is a revolu­
tionary approach to this or that issue. But intrinsic to all this 
literature (with the notable exception of some m aterial circulated 
by W omen’s Liberation groups) is a general acceptance of the old 
roles men and women play. There has been no examination 
of the subtle and mostly unconscious attitudes prevalent for so 
long in society as a whole, and regrettably and unavoidably still 
in the Left, and in the CPA  —  with which this article is concerned.
We have mouthed heroic truths and theorised with magnificent 
egaliterianism, and then charged off on a wrong premise —  the 
premise of paternalism. W hat is needed that will clearly expose 
this subtlety, this paternalistic attitude? We need an examination 
at both theoretical and practical levels —  through research and 
debate —  of the real position of women in society today. We 
believe it will be found tha t the past approach of the C PA  to 
women in society has been reflected in its attitude to  women in 
the Communist Party. W ith benevolent consideration and paternal 
interest women members were set into a triangular framework 
which had as its apex the N ational W omen’s Com m ittee (an 
appointed body), then via the various State (appointed) W om en’s 
Committees, to the base of the triangle, which found the majority 
honoured from time to  time by being asked to cater at functions, 
work for money-raising events, as well, as canvassing sales of 
Tribune, leafletting, acting as “chairm an” at factory gate or area 
meetings, and often forming the backbone of the local Branch. 
Secretarial ability would sometimes mean an “advice” position of 
trust to a selected few, whose office and organising abilities made
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them essential to various N ational and State Executives from time 
to time.
W omen often rose to State Committee and Central Committee 
ranks. And of course it was necessary to have women on these 
committees if only to prove that the necessary attention was being 
paid to “work among women” . Almost every State Conference 
report concluded on two notes —  attention to “work among women” 
and to “youth work” . The highest compliment paid to a woman 
was that “ she thinks like a man; she’s a fine politician” . And 
the ablest women from State and Central Committees, according 
to this kind of judgment, were appointed to the various women’s 
committees. From  this setting up of wom en’s committees, we see 
the paternalistic thought pattern enacted in deeds.
We see a party committed to evaluating society from a revolu­
tionary viewpoint encompassing half of the hum an species within 
an entirely bourgeois concept. We see men being treated as 
“people” , able to act in any sphere, and any situation, in the 
way people in a revolutionary party should be able to act. But 
we see women as “things”, and therefore needing a special type 
of structure within that same revolutionary party, because 
paternalistic society has always said that women have “special 
needs” and “special problem s” and the revolutionaries have not 
questioned this in depth. Those women who did rise to eminence 
in party organisations were confronted by terrible contradictions 
within themselves, as well as within society, within their families, 
and within the party, the special contradictions inherent in being 
a woman. Very seldom have they stayed in these positions for 
any length of time, but when they have, the refining fires they 
have had to endure within themselves have produced people of 
tremendous strength of character and sustained intelligence, but 
also, sometimes, of singlemindedness and dogmatic approach.
A nd because there is such a total acceptance by both men and 
women of their role-playing, these “ special needs” and “special 
problem s” (so called) have been translated into a need for special 
organisation within the revolutionary organisation itself, which in 
itself negates the revolutionary character of the organisation. Thus 
we have not only the society paternalistically trapping and chaining 
people’s consciousness into enacting special roles, but we have 
the very organisation, which for almost the past thirty years offered 
the only revolutionary alternative to that society, itself trapping 
and chaining women within its own ranks (and thereby further 
emphasising women’s subordinate role) by providing a network 
within which they must work.
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A re there any “men’s com m ittees”? Of course not! Committees 
which happen to be made up of mostly men are open —  in 
theory —  to people (of both sexes). Yet what single issue anywhere 
in society today concerns women only?
For many years such issues as peace, the rights of children, 
provision for child care facilities, have often been synonymous 
with “work among women” . We have ham pered and entrapped 
the development of women’s consciousness, kept them from the 
broad spectrum of understanding the struggle for revolutionary 
change by substituting a bourgeois ideal.
It is the function of bourgeois ideology to present the character 
and role of women as aspects of Nature itself. It should not be 
the function of a revolutionary organisation to perpetuate the 
habits of reformist or bourgeois thought. It should be possible 
for the freeing of consciousness within the revolutionary organisa­
tion to be a joint exercise in practice by both men and women. 
It should be possible to see the need for both m en’s and women’s 
liberation. That the CPA has not yet attem pted this indicates 
quite clearly that the male members accept their roles, laid down 
by the bourgeois society they wish to change, to overthrow, and 
take these roles blindly with them into their revolutionary party, 
which, of course, as we said before, negates the whole thing.
The example from history which illustrates the best-known 
attem pt by women to free themselves from this imposed role, 
and to raise their eyes to the broader views of both sexes, is seen 
in the history of the suffragette movement. W here this struggle 
achieved success —  i.e. in the right to vote, it received support 
from men (who also stood to gain from this). But, on the other 
hand, where the demands of the suffragettes became more basic, 
more revolutionary, then paternalistic society confined them to 
the women themselves, making them appear feminist, narrow, 
amazonian and comical.
This is not to say that this is how the party regards women's 
struggles today, entirely. But where once paternal attitudes 
confined the movement so does the party today —  not in a 
deliberate attem pt to isolate the struggle, but from sheer neglect 
of the issues involved in the struggle.
Among the revolutionary left today, many young people are 
cynical of the characterisation of the CPA as a revolutionary 
organisation. Am ong other things, they question the attitude of a 
revolutionary party which still allows the organisation of women 
within its ranks on the basis of sex. Y et even these same young 
people are tending to act out exactly the same bourgeois roles in
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their work as the CPA  has done for so many years. Are there 
any more opportunities for the young women of the revolutionary 
left student organisations, for instance, to  be much more than the 
coffee-makers, the “bird”, or the “chick”, comfortably there to 
complete the circle of the male ego?
Julet M itchell says:
T h e  p ro b lem  of th e  su b o rd in a tio n  of w om en a n d  th e  need  fo r th e ir  l ib e ra ­
tion  was recognised  by all th e  g rea t socialist th in k e rs  in  th e  19th cen tu ry .
Vet today , in  th e  W est, th e  p ro b lem  h as  becom e a  su bsid iary , if n o t an
inv isib le  e lem en t in  th e  p reo ccu p a tio n  o f socialists. P erh ap s n o  o th e r  m a jo r
issue has been  so fo rg o tten .1
It is fundam ental to a revolutionary concept that women as 
people be not differentiated against on the basis of sex —  or any 
other basis. To channel women off, at a top level, into women’s 
committees, is to deny the total acceptance of women’s ability 
to play a role equal to men in achieving revolutionary change. 
It is looking backward over the political shoulder, seeking solutions 
from the past as answers to today’s needs for women’s, and men’s 
liberation.
W hat is needed is for both men and women to grasp that 
ideological liberation from habits of the past brings self-recognition. 
No limiting factors should any longer be applied to women of the 
revolutionary left. Of course, if there is a need in some particular 
sphere, and the people involved are mostly women, then obviously 
a nucleus or committee may operate comprising mainly women 
as members. But this would mean that action has given rise to the 
need for such a committee, not the artificial imposition of a 
committee for members of one sex only, because it is the policy 
of an organisation already in existence.
W hat, then, do we see as the results of the establishment of 
committes for women within a revolutionary organisation?
1. T h e i r  very ex istence ind ica tes th a t  th e  m ale  m em bers o f th e  o rg an isa tio n  
m u st feel, q u ite  w rongly , th a t  they  a re  n o t cap ab le  o r  q u a lifie d  to  discuss, 
analyse, u n d e rs ta n d  o r  take  p a r t  in  issues invo lv ing  w om en a n d  th e ir  
l ib e ra tio n .
2. T h e y  ten d  to  m ak e  th e  w om en feel, also w rongly , th a t  th ey  a lo n e  h av e  
th e  answ ers to  th e ir  p rob lem s, an d  th a t  m en  a re  im p ed im en ts  to  th is.
This in fact encourages the most subtle form of feminism and 
divisive tactics, however unconsciously.
The existence in bourgeois society of separate reformist working- 
class organisations for women have m eant the continued frustration 
and isolation and futility of women’s struggle for liberation. The
i J u l ie t  M itch e ll, “ T h e  L ongest R e v o lu tio n ’’ p u b lish e d  in  N e w  L e f t  R ev iew ,  
D ecem ber 1966.
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reformist view that these organisations have a part to play may 
be quite acceptable for the Liberal Party and the Labor Party, 
who have their own separate women’s committees, but the qualita­
tive difference between their attitudes and the revolutionary 
attitude must be that women within the organisation must have 
exactly the same choice of fields of work as do the men. It is 
imperative that this happen, in order to overcome the legacy from 
the past.
It is an urgent task to break down the concepts which give 
constant life to old habits of thinking about women and their 
role, and about men and their role. We will not do this imme­
diately. Those who seek some kind of personal liberation will 
find, at times, that it is m uch more comfortable to slip back 
into past thought patterns, because these are so much part of the 
fabric of the present too. We will not solve anything by simply 
doing away with women’s com m ittee’s because their re-structuring 
can take place only as understanding grows of what women’s 
liberation is all about. A t present there is a dem and for the 
existence of such committees, from men and women in the CPA. 
The debate about what constitutes a revolutionary party will, we 
believe, bring about the demise of many encum brances from the 
past. Discussion arising from an understanding, of personal aliena­
tion, as well as alienations within society will broaden the under­
standing for the need for liberation.
To help us overcome personal alienation, we should try to 
understand the role of the m onogamous family in capitalist society 
and the tyranny implicit in its function, which no less affects 
members of political organisations than it affects all other members 
of society. Many of the faults in methods of work for women’s 
liberation, as we have indicated before, stem from the fact that 
we are all victims of this tyranny, and consciously or unconsciously 
act out our roles within it. Some communists are still terrified 
of discussions on sexual freedom, the oppressive role of monogamy, 
abortion, prostitution, contraception, and sexual role-playing, the 
understanding of which are fundam ental to the real liberation of 
all hum an beings.
If we would hope to be fully integrated (compassionate, imagina­
tive) revolutionaries, to be able to see another person’s point of 
view, and then be able to see why they have it, it behoves us to 
really assail the bastions of past prejudices and present institutions. 
W hat are these? For women, the mould of the m aternal, female 
role is a mighty bastion to assail. Women, from their earliest 
years are instructed as the only sex capable of bringing up children, 
the people responsible for the care of the home (even if they work
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outside the home); they have the care of their husbands, to give 
pre-school education to the child or children, and to fulfil the 
role of home nurse when necessary. In  the course of all this, 
women repeat their own mould unconsciously, and that of their 
husband, by instilling their own sex-roles into their children. 
As Simone de Beauvoir has said, "One is not born, but rather, 
one becomes a woman” .
For men, the paternal mould forces them into the pattern of 
the breadwinner, the protector and leader, the guide and aggressor, 
the thinker and careerist, and like women in this respect, they 
instil their own sex-roles into their children.
We are all familiar with the conflicts arising from these imposed 
sex-roles. H usbands are tied to (mainly) less educated, more 
frustrated, subjective partners for life, because these partners are 
less educated, powerless and without financial, social, physical, 
economic and emotional independence. They, in their turn, depend 
on women to care for their children, their home and for themselves. 
H ere we have the essential conflict of the interdependence of 
unequal entities. The more we break down the accepted roles 
and inequalities, the less contradiction, the greater the unity, the 
closer the liberation of men and women.
How can we do this, particularly in the left (although we have 
no lien on the need)? Education and discussion in the widest 
sense involving, close collaboration and alliance with the greatest 
possible num ber of organisations and individuals may help. Such 
an educative program  should involve the close study of all current 
progressive, radical, revolutionary and M arxist classical literature. 
This should pre-suppose the publication of present and future 
progressive, radical and revolutionary theory, and pre-supposes the 
encouragem ent of the writing of such theory, especially that dealing 
with the personal realisation of the individual, and his or her 
role in society today.
Practical activity, and these are only the briefest suggestions, 
could include revolutionary demands of women, which by definition 
are also revolutionary demands for men.
I . Sexual in d ep en d en ce .2
- . C o n tra c e p tio n  research  for m ales an d  fem ales — since th e  P ill” seems 
to be bv no m eans th e  last w ord  on c o n tracep tio n .
P u b lic ising  an d  a g ita tin g  for th e  need fo r resea rch  in to  ste rilisa tio n  of 
m en an d  w om en — re la te d  to th e  p o p u la tio n  exp losion  (or im plosion).
4. A ctivity  a n d  research  a ro u n d  ab o r tio n  a n d  th e  p a te rn a lis tic  repressive 
refo rm s th a t  now  exist, w here such refo rm s have been  gained .
-  Such w orks as Sexual  Repression & T h e  f a m i l y  by L a u re l L im pus, A delaide 
W om en 's L ib e ra tio n  p u b lic a tio n  sh o u ld  be s tu d ie d  a n d  evalu a ted .
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.1. B e lter im derslan tlin g  of th e  causes an d  resu lts ol p ro s titu tio n  an il the  
id le  i( plavs in cap ita lis t society.
fi. I he  m onogam ous s tru c tu re  o f th e  fam ily an d  its im p lica tio n s in cap ita lis t 
m orality .
7. D irect a ttacks on sex-biased  ad vertising , m arriag e  m an u a ls  an il m o th er- 
cra ft m anuals.
S. E conom ic in d ep en d en ce  (th e  socialisation  of housew ork; in  fact, h o u se ­
w ork as a p a id  career). In d irec t re la tio n  to  th is  a re  th e  q u es tio n s  of 
ed u ca tio n  for girls, an d  th e  careers availab le  to th em . F u rth e r , im p o rta n t 
law reform s sh ou ld  be considered , such as those g o v ern in g  in h e rita n ce , 
deserted  wives (a n d /o r  h u sbands), pensions, an d  so on.
!•. Social in dependence : w hat a re  th e  tra d itio n s  reg a rd in g  th is, w h a t d o  we 
accept, w hat d iscard , wlial from  th e  po in t of view of th e  in teg ra ted  
revo lu tionary?
10. Political in d ep en d en ce : h e re , of course th e  cry of th e  tra d itio n a lis ts  is 
th a t  "y o u 'll get e q u a lity  an d  lib e ra tio n  a f te r  th e  rev o lu tio n  — lei's get on 
w ith  th e  rev o lu tio n : le t's chan g e  th e  ob jec tive  co n d itio n s"  . . . an d  of 
course, w hile  y o u 're  w a itin g  fo r th e  changes in th e  ob jec tive  co n d itio n s, 
you help  lo p e rp e tu a te  those  cond itio n s. It is th e  u n d em o cra tic  n a tu re  
of th e  im posed sex-ro lts in  society w hich  will act as a b rak e  on w om en 's 
ab ility  to e n te r  any p o litica l sp h e re  in w hich  they  m ay be in te re s ted . 
T h is  sentences h a lf th e  p o p u la tio n  to  en te r in g  a new  s ta te  o f society (i.e. 
socialism ) as an  a lread y  o ppressed  section of th a t society w hich  w ill in 
itself act as a fu r th e r  b rak e  on  th e  new  society.
A crucial mistake made by the CPA over the past thirty years 
was in thinking that the task of educating women, and raising 
their consciousness, was the task of the women themselves. It 
was male chauvinism which dom inated the thinking that translated 
the struggle for raising women’s consciousness into one for women 
only —  apart from im portant policy making at the top. It is 
still male chauvinism, within the framework of men’s sex-role 
in society, that is making men sentence themselves and the left 
generally, to an acceptance of past mistakes, and attempting to 
fit a vision of the new within the framework of the old. A revo­
lution is more than a change of power: a personal revolution is 
needed. There is a need to understand alienation not only on a 
public level, but on a personal level. Until we begin to grapple 
with this task, to stop sniggering at women’s liberation and under­
stand what it means, our alienations will restrict our effectiveness.
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